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IntroductIon
Research on Little Lon over the past decades has 
deepened our appreciation of the kaleidoscopic 
nature of the area and this chapter adds a further 
level of detail to that work. At the same time 
the discovery during this phase of research of a 
set of archival records that precisely dated the 
closure of many of the cesspits has upturned 
previous understandings about the nature of the 
archaeological evidence and led to questions about 
the patterns of residence in the area across the last 
third of the 19th century. By studying the people 
and the archaeological evidence from Little Lon 
together in detail – comparing and contrasting their 
life stories and material culture – research has 
revealed even more of the fluidity and diversity of 
this community in that period, but also suggests that 
it might have undergone a substantial change in the 
years following the cesspit closures. Certainly there 
were brothels, crime, cramped living conditions and 
poor waste disposal both before and after the early 
1870s, and in both eras there were home owners, 
both male and female, with businesses, children 
and carefully chosen possessions. But the new 
evidence suggests that the balance between sex 
workers and others may have shifted in the decades 
after 1870, increasing the number of brothels and 
decreasing the number of poor families in the area. 
In any case research has shown that the traditional 
categories were unstable – ‘bad houses’ could also 
contain children, and criminals might be the sons 
of respectable bootmakers. Challenging the slum 
stereotype, then, is producing further questions 
about Little Lon as a neighbourhood: How did it 
change over time? To what extent was it a unified 
community? How many people were moving on 
and up the social ladder? How did people negotiate 
changes in their status? This chapter begins by 
explaining the new understandings about Little Lon 
and the questions they raise for future research, 
and then moves beyond labels such as ‘prostitute’, 
‘criminal’ and ‘respectable labourer’ to look at 
individual lives. Recent research has been focused 
on comparative studies of individuals, their houses 
and their rubbish within the block and forms a 
requisite precursor to comparative studies at 
broader scales (see Murray 2006: 302). The history 
and archaeology discussed in this chapter draws 
on research conducted by the authors on Little 
Lon since 2009 under the Commonwealth Block 
(ARC LP0989224) and Suburban Archaeology (ARC 
DP1093001) projects, research which is still under 
way at the time of writing.
new understandIngs
Dating Cesspit Closures – the Process
The majority of the deposits that were identified 
as being of interest for this phase of research were 
located in old cesspits. In order to pinpoint when 
these cesspits were closed, the transition process 
from cesspits to nightpans in Little Lon was tracked 
through The Argus and the Melbourne City Council 
(MCC) records at the Public Record Office Victoria 
(PROV) (Hayes and Minchinton 2016). An Act to 
Amend the Laws Relating to or Affecting Public 
Health 1867 had empowered the MCC’s Health 
Committee (in its role as a Local Board of Health) to 
order the ‘remedying’ or closure of leaking cesspits, 
and although it took some time for the MCC to develop 
an effective process for administering the act, a set 
of records was located at PROV giving exact closure 
dates for cesspits closed by Council notice following 
a report from the Inspector of Nuisances (PROV VA 
511 VPRS 3103). Correlating these records with 
the MCC Rate Books (PROV VA 511 VPRS 5708 
P9) can pinpoint the closure of a cesspit to within 
a week (Council notices required that a problem 
be remedied within 7 or 30 days). Not all cesspits 
were closed by council notice – some were closed 
voluntarily once earth-closets became available in 
the mid-1860s, and many more were closed when 
municipal nightpan collection was made available in 
1870 – but the combination of archival records with 
archaeological evidence can often establish a date of 
closure. Useful information was obtained from this 
source for all of the cesspits identified for this project 
(see Hayes and Minchinton 2016: 15, 17).
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The Inspector of Nuisances’ lists proved invaluable 
for accurately dating cesspit closures on the sites in 
this study, but they only recorded ‘Name’ (usually 
the owner, sometimes the tenant) and ‘Situation 
of premises’ of the cesspit being closed (usually 
the street address, but sometimes no more than a 
laneway), so that verified lists of owners and tenants 
in that period were critical to any attempt to link 
artefacts with their owners.
Establishing Lists of Owners and Tenants – 
the Process
Previous projects had compiled substantial data 
on owners and tenants (McCarthy 1989: 53–453; 
Murray 2004: 37), but there were many gaps and a few 
puzzling discrepancies relating to occupants. Since 
the completion of those earlier projects, however, 
the MCC Rate Books (PROV VA 511 VPRS 5708 
P9 1861–1863 and 1866–1975) had been digitised 
and made available online, making it possible to 
interrogate this source more thoroughly. The use of 
this data together with intensive consultation with 
other historical sources concentrating on the time 
of cesspits closures (for example newspapers, land 
transfer records and prisoner registers) showed that 
there was a high incidence of unrecorded tenant 
turnover on several of the sites being studied, and 
there were also many known residents who did not 
appear in the traditional sources for ‘occupier’ data. 
This research has been reported in Australasian 
Historical Archaeology (Minchinton 2017a). As a 
result the basis for interpretation of the artefacts 
recovered from the cesspits – while still holding out 
the promise of clear correlation with some owners – 
has changed.
The Outcome
The picture that emerged from this study of 22 sites 
in Little Lon was clearly similar to that reported by 
Murray and Crook (2005: 95) for the Rocks area in 
Sydney, where there was ‘a high level of house-to-
house mobility’ of tenants and ‘longer-term loyalty 
to the local area’. It was not unusual – especially in 
the inner lanes – for tenants in Little Lon to move 
house within, for example, the same row of cottages, 
or to move elsewhere in Little Lon or rent an extra 
cottage for a period, perhaps in response to changing 
family size or increased income. The research also 
confirmed previous findings relating to owners living 
alongside tenants (Mayne 2006: 320). But two other 
factors were found to be important in relation to the 
question of interpreting artefacts retrieved from 
cesspits. First, that numerous cesspits served more 
than one house, and it cannot always be determined 
which houses were served by and/or contributed 
rubbish to the cesspit at the time of closure 
(information on cesspits serving multiple houses can 
be found in PROV VA 511 VPRS 3103). Second, the 
presence of numerous unrecorded sex workers and 
lodgers in the area means that artefacts retrieved 
from cesspits cannot necessarily be attributed to 
particular families or individuals on the basis of 
traditional records of occupation (rate books and 
directories). Two room cottages in Little Lon often 
had three or four sex workers living in them – none 
of whose names were listed in the standard sources 
– and petitions from residents against the brothels 
show that ‘respectable’ houses often held a similar 
number of lodgers, who, again, were not listed as 
occupants in traditional records (Minchinton 2017a). 
This could help to explain what Murray and Mayne 
(2003: 98–99) described in relation to Casselden 
Place as a ‘remarkably low level of variability in 
assemblage structure and composition’ between 
houses with apparently different kinds of occupancy, 
which they characterised as ‘long-term’ and ‘short-
term’. Perhaps, in fact, they had the same kind of 
‘shared house’ occupancy over a long period, despite 
what the written records appeared to show.
Other Developments
Despite these reservations, ‘timelines’ were 
developed for 144 families of owners and known 
tenants for the 22 sites, including 75 full family 
trees showing where they had come from and the 
occupations their children followed. Owners, of 
course, were generally easier to track than tenants 
because of their footprint in the land title records, 
but many tenants – especially those who led colourful 
lives (thieves and sex workers, for example) – were 
also able to be traced in detail. This phase of the 
research produced a number of new findings.
One surprising element of the ownership lists was 
the high incidence of women. Most were widows, 
some with outright ownership and others with a 
life interest only, but many were married women 
(such as Mrs Bond, Anne Monks and Honora Judd) 
who were investing their own earnings in land, 
and using a variety of strategies to circumvent the 
common law prohibition on married women owning 
property. This research has been reported in History 
Australia (Minchinton 2017b), but its implications 
for interpretation of the archaeological material 
have yet to be examined.
Another element of the research which has yet to 
be fully explored is the apparent shift in the pattern 
of tenancy across the later decades of the 19th 
century. It has been noted elsewhere (Lawrence and 
Davies 2017: 4–5) that the firm dating of the cesspit 
closures to the early 1870s is earlier and occurred 
over a shorter period of time than previously 
thought, but the significance of that change has yet 
to be established. Preliminary research indicates 
that the number of sex workers in the area increased 
dramatically through the 1870s and 1880s, and that 
they paid higher rents than other tenants. Their 
presence appears to have reduced the number of 
‘respectable’ tenants in the area, and rendered 
landlords increasingly unwilling to maintain 
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housing stock for either the back lane sex workers 
or the very poor labouring people who remained. It 
is possible therefore that the contents of the cesspits 
closed in the 1870s belonged to people with a higher 
standard of living than those who lived there in the 
following decades up to 1907 at least, when the laws 
around prostitution changed. This supposition will 
be tested in our ongoing research.
arteFact researcH
Over 2000 boxes of artefacts from the various 
excavation seasons at Little Lon are housed 
at Museum Victoria. In the sheer size of the 
assemblage lies both its value and its greatest 
challenge. To physically handle and catalogue 
all the artefacts presented a time consuming and 
overwhelming task for the Commonwealth Block 
project. While catalogues existed for all artefacts 
from Little Lon, there were inevitable differences 
between how data was recorded by different 
cataloguers and varying levels of detail largely due 
to the constraints of time and funding (see Smith 
and Hayes 2010; Hayes 2011). The first step for this 
project was to amalgamate artefact records from 
all five seasons of excavation into one database. 
Data for each of the excavations was transferred 
into the Exploring the Archaeology of the Modern 
City (EAMC) database. Artefact records for the 
Little Lon, Black Eagle and Oddfellows Hotels, 
and Casselden Place excavations were taken from 
Museum Victoria’s EMu database to ensure that 
any changes made to the records by the Museum 
were reflected in EAMC. The 17 Casselden Place 
data was transferred into EAMC from the original 
Excel catalogue as this had never been entered into 
the Museum’s database in spite of the artefacts 
being held at Museum Victoria. The Phase 3 
Testing artefacts held at Heritage Victoria were 
added to EAMC from Heritage Victoria’s database. 
It quickly became apparent that the records now 
in EAMC did not, in some cases, accurately reflect 
the artefact bags in boxes on shelves. A number 
of causes were identified (see Smith and Hayes 
2010; Hayes 2011), but the most significant were 
changes to records and locations of artefacts for 
display at the Museum or for further research by 
archaeologists that were then not recorded in the 
EMu database.
The cataloguing for the Commonwealth Block 
project commenced in 2009 and was continued 
as part of the Suburban Archaeology project; it is 
ongoing. Collectively this work aims to:
1) rehabilitate the assemblage by conducting a 
box audit to ensure all artefacts were located 
and accurately matched to a corresponding 
record;
2) apply Museum Victoria’s inventory tracking 
system – Museum Victoria Wireless Input 
System for EMu (MvWISE) – to the entire 
collection;
3) consolidate site records and enter context data 
from the fieldwork into the EAMC database; 
and
4) conduct detailed cataloguing on a selection of 
deposits.
The cataloguing of selected deposits applies 
consistent terminology and type series across the 
seasons, and adds tools for analysis to the records 
including matching sets analysis, calculation of 
minimum numbers of individuals (MNIs) and 
recording of flaws which improve the overall 
research value of the assemblage (see Hayes 2011 
for further details). Recording this additional 
information can be prohibitively time intensive in 
initial cataloguing phases especially in the case 
of such large assemblages. MNIs, type series and 
matching sets analysis had not been systematically 
or extensively included in the earlier catalogues. 
The exceptions were MNIs recorded for the glass 
and stoneware containers from Casselden Place 
(Godden Mackay Logan, Austral Archaeology and 
La Trobe University 2004: 229–288) and type series 
created for the Casselden Place 2002–2003 and 
Vanished Communities (Murray and Mayne 2002) 
catalogues. This type series grouped records with 
identical patterns and shape with types illustrated 
in pencil in a master document. Matching sets and 
flaws were not recorded in the catalogues for any of 
the assemblages. The importance of this additional 
layer of detail has long been advocated (e.g. 
Birmingham 1990: 19; Crook, Lawrence and Gibbs 
2002) and forms an important part of the current 
project. All cataloguing has been done in the EAMC 
database and has been uploaded to the Museum’s 
EMu database at various stages throughout 
the project. The terminology and systems of 
cataloguing, including the format of the type series, 
that are integrated into the EAMC database have 
been utilised for this project (see Crook and Murray 
2006).
Due to the size of the assemblages and the labour 
intensive work needed to rehabilitate the collection, 
it was decided to prioritise for cataloguing a selection 
of households that best represented different 
occupation types across the site. Both the Little Lon 
and Casselden Place reports provided shortlists of 
households of primary interest (McCarthy 1989: 
107; Godden Mackay Logan, Austral Archaeology, 
and La Trobe University 2004: 17–28). These 
shortlists were used as a starting point, but as the 
research objectives of the Commonwealth Block 
project differed from those of earlier phases, all 
excavated areas from all five excavation seasons at 
Little Lon and Casselden Place were reviewed and 
considered for the shortlist for this current project, 
taking into consideration both the historical record 
and the presence of stratified deposits.
In order to identify households of interest a review 
of context sheets, trench reports, historical reports 
and excavation photographs was undertaken (see 
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Hayes 2011). The first step in creating the shortlist 
required the identification of stratified, intact 
deposits such as cesspits, refuse pits and underfloor 
deposits. Artefacts recovered within the houses on the 
Commonwealth Block, including subfloor deposits, 
were largely from mixed deposits of 19th- and 20th-
century artefacts (Mayne and Murray 2001: 98) and 
would be much harder to associate with specific 
phases of occupation. For each stratified deposit, 
location, type, associated structure, summary of 
history and dates were recorded. All of this was 
based solely on the excavation record without the 
benefit of seeing the site and it is possible that 
important deposits not highlighted in the reports 
have been overlooked. While cesspits and rubbish 
pits were comparatively easy to identify by the 
context sheets and reports, other potential deposits 
of interest were harder to distinguish.
Once deposits of significance and integrity were 
identified, factors such as location of the Lot (i.e. 
Site A, Site B and Site C), type of deposit (i.e. 
different types of cesspits – barrel, bluestone, brick 
lined etc.) and historical information on the type 
of occupation (i.e. families, singles, tenanted with 
frequent changeovers, owner occupied, business, 
brothel etc.) were considered. The final shortlist 
for the first phase of cataloguing was spread across 
12 households and included a total of 14 cesspits, 5 
rubbish pits and a deposit of clay pipes, which when 
combined provided a comprehensive picture of the 
different types of occupation across Little Lon. When 
additional funding was made available through the 
Suburban Archaeology project a second phase of 
cataloguing was initiated and a second shortlist was 
compiled (see Woff this volume).
In accordance with the integrated, recursive 
model of historical archaeology (Mayne, Murray 
and Lawrence 2000: 143; Murray, Karskens and 
Mayne 2004), the shortlists were developed based 
on archaeological and historical evidence in tandem, 
and similarly the cataloguing work was undertaken 
in conjunction with additional historical research. 
The initial question taken to the archives was: when 
was each of the shortlisted cesspits closed and filled 
with artefacts? Once that was established (Hayes 
and Minchinton 2016), timelines of occupants were 
developed in order to establish which individuals, 
families or groups of occupants might have been 
related to the cesspit closures and fills. Historical 
timelines and personal histories were then 
constructed for all of the traceable individuals who 
either lived in or owned the studied properties at 
Little Lon.
HIstorIcal researcH
For working-class individuals, immigration to 
Melbourne brought with it the hope of bettering 
one’s position in life, and perhaps even moving into 
the middle class. But this phase of research has 
shown that aspirations and levels of success were 
by no means uniform for the residents of Little 
Lon. The emphasis of the recent work has been 
on studying a cross section of the neighbourhood 
(small inner-lane residences, larger outer lane 
properties, owner occupied, tenanted, families, 
individuals, businesses, brothels etc.) through 
extensive additional historical research and in-
depth re-cataloguing of a selection of house lots. The 
approach has been intrinsically multi-disciplinary, 
following both historical and artefact narratives and 
their cross sections. Deposits have been carefully 
correlated with occupants where possible, or used to 
tease out the nature of occupation (type of tenancy, 
including prostitution). The diversity and varying 
aspirations of the residents has been brought to the 
fore, but with the dating of the cesspit closures to 
the early 1870s it is now clear that the owners of the 
artefacts found in them may not be representative 
of the kind of people living in Little Lon by the end 
of the century.
The House Lots
As previously noted, the 22 sites in this study were 
chosen on the basis of providing evidence relating 
to a variety of factors: main street and inner-lane 
frontages, long-term and short-term tenancies, 
homes and businesses. The historical research on 
these sites has produced substantial additional 
detail confirming conclusions from previous studies 
about occupational use (Mayne 2006; Leckey 2004), 
beginning with the broad scale transition from 
providing basic housing and business premises 
in the 1840s and 1850s to increasing numbers of 
‘houses of ill-fame’ throughout the century, both 
in the poorer inner-lane cottages and in the larger 
main street properties. The mixture of industrial, 
retail, trade and residential premises was also 
present in the 22 sites, with the activities on most 
sites changing throughout the second half of the 
19th century. The coal merchant’s yard on Lot 43 in 
the 1850s, for example, became a ‘coal and timber 
yard’ in the 1870s, a ‘box factory’ in the 1880s and a 
Chinese cabinetry works in the 1890s, while Lot 33A 
changed from a Bowling Saloon to a Synagogue to a 
Drill Hall before being used for furniture-making, 
then blacksmithing and the production of earth 
closets until it was rebuilt for use as a butcher shop 
in 1872. Most of the buildings – both main street 
and inner-lane frontages – appear to have been used 
as both businesses and residences at various (and 
often the same) times, with periods of vacancy not 
uncommon.
Confirmation of previous research was also found 
in relation to the dilapidation of inner-lane cottages, 
with those built of timber gradually deteriorating 
to the point where they either fell down or became 
uninhabitable. Some were replaced with brick 
cottages, and others were rebuilt at various times, 
but the increasingly erratic tenancy of many reflects 
the gradual erosion of the housing stock considered 
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undesirable as dwellings and not useful for industry. 
Peter Tucker, for example, owned four houses in 
Leichardt and Little Leichardt Streets, and when 
he died in 1896 it was noted that the four-roomed 
brick house was ‘let to a weekly tenant’, but the ‘3 
small cottages composed of brick each containing 
two rooms’ were ‘seldom let’ (PROV VA 2620 VPRS 
28 P2 Unit 452). Unfortunately annual point-of-
time records such as the Post Office Directories 
and MCC Rate Books could not distinguish 
between permanent and weekly tenants, although 
newspaper reports were sometimes able to provide 
incidental evidence. Late in 1865, for example, 19 
half-chests of tea were stolen from a warehouse in 
Flinders street west; some of the stolen goods were 
subsequently found in one of the Leichardt Street 
houses, which had been rented on a weekly basis by 
the tenant of an adjoining house which was part of 
this study (The Argus, 19 December 1865, 1S).
dIscussIon: dIVersIty and cHange In 
lIttle lon
Little Lon’s reputation as a haven for ruffians and 
houses of ill-fame has been noted and explored 
by many researchers (McConville 1980; Davison, 
Dunstan and McConville 1985; McCarthy 1989; 
Graeme Butler & Associates 2010). The current 
project has found ample evidence to support this 
reputation, but also to confirm the findings of recent 
historical archaeology projects which indicate honest 
families and workers could be found there as well as 
sex workers and rogues (Mayne 2006; Mayne and 
Murray 2001; Mayne, Murray and Lawrence 2000; 
Murray 2004). In their review of the archaeology of 
Melbourne, however, Lawrence and Davies (2017: 
4–5) argued that the chronology developed by our 
paper on cesspits (Hayes and Minchinton 2016) has 
altered previous understandings of the Little Lon 
site, such that the vast majority of its stratified 
artefact evidence dates to the 20 years immediately 
after the gold rush. If the majority of artefacts 
predate the period in which Little Lon developed its 
reputation as a slum (Lawrence and Davies 2017: 5) 
it could explain why artefacts recovered from some 
cesspits showed a higher than anticipated level of 
respectability (McCarthy 1989: Vol 1, 6–7; Karskens 
and Lawrence 2003). It also leaves open the question 
of what effect the influx of sex workers in the 1870s 
and 1880s had on the overall economic status and 
community of Little Lon.
The family histories compiled for this project 
provide a beginning point for exploring this 
question. They show the trajectory of individual 
lives from occupations in their country of origin, 
circumstance of their immigration, employment 
and level of success in the colony, family situation, 
criminal activities etc., but people without property 
or prison records or court appearances reported 
in the newspapers were far harder to track with 
certainty in the records. Without a historical 
narrative supporting their existence, they had 
little influence on its reputation compared with 
the ‘disorderly’ women and criminals (see Mayne 
1993). Another twist on this skewing of influence 
can be found when tracing people of different ethnic 
origins. The clear influx of people of Chinese, Indian 
and other nationalities in the 1890s, for example, 
proved almost impossible to trace in detail because 
they were often listed without names (the Melbourne 
City Council Rate Books, for example, often noted 
simply ‘occupied by Chinese’).
Nevertheless, beginning with the cross-section of 
house lots selected for this study and delving into the 
personal histories of owners and tenants, it is clear 
that the people who lived and worked in Little Lon 
in the 19th century came from diverse backgrounds 
and gave rise to generations with varying levels 
of material success. Alan Mayne’s observation of a 
‘trend from initial owner-occupation to landlordism 
over an individual’s lifetime’ held true in our 
research (Mayne 2006: 324), with the added curiosity 
of labourers who accumulated property portfolios 
without any accompanying increase in middle-
class material goods. Timothy Cleary and George 
Howes, for example, began as labourers but left 
estates including at least five pieces of real estate 
each in the Little Lon area, but very few goods and 
chattels (PROV VA 2620 VPRS 28 P0 Unit 143 and 
P2 Unit 101). Combining the personal histories with 
our detailed waste management history provides a 
nuanced understanding of the types of occupation in 
the area, especially prior to the cesspit closures, and 
suggests a basis for the differentiation of deposits in 
the future (Hayes and Minchinton 2016).
From the 22 selected sites, a number of themes 
emerged, three of which will be discussed below: the 
different material culture signatures of short-term 
and long-term residents, the diversity in the life 
stories of women involved with sex work, and the 
predominantly gradual nature of movement into the 
middle class.
Short-Term Versus Long-Term Residents
The selection of house lots for this phase of research 
was driven by the question of whether distinctions 
might be drawn between short-term and long-
term tenants in terms of their aspirations as 
reflected in their material possessions. However, 
as noted above, this phase of historical research 
has disrupted the concept of the ‘household’ in 
relation to the archaeology of these sites. Careful 
consideration is required to determine ‘short-term’ 
versus ‘long-term’ tenancies in Little Lon, because 
the prevalent use of aliases, the constant moving 
of tenants, the inconsistent spelling of many 
(illiterate) people’s names, and the high incidence 
of unnamed people residing as lodgers and sex 
workers make it hazardous to specify the tenants of 
any given property (Minchinton 2017a). This is true 
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for both the inner-lane cottages and the buildings 
with main street frontages, so that in Little Lon 
linking artefacts with individuals requires very 
careful assessment and fortuitous circumstances. 
Nevertheless the recursive integration of archival 
research with archaeological evidence revealed 
patterns of short-term and long-term occupation 
on several sites prior to the closure of the cesspits. 
For example, the cesspit deposits on lots 74B 
(Casselden Place), 25C (Leichardt Street), and 
36A (Little Leichardt Street) could be confidently 
associated with short-term tenants because the 
names of occupiers changed frequently in and across 
the records. The cesspit on Lot 36A, however, was 
shared with a long-term owner-resident on Lot 36B, 
and the pit on 25C was shared between four houses 
on lots 25A/B/C/D with some long-term residents, 
leaving Lot 74B as the best single-house example of 
short-term tenancy.
We anticipated that short-term tenants would 
invest little in domestic possessions as they would 
need to discard or pack anything they purchased 
to take with them. Lot 74B on Casselden Place 
was occupied by a series of tenants for 2 to 3 
years including John Fermerly, C McDonald and 
Michael Cummings (butcher) around the time 
when Cesspit C on this Lot was closed in 1871 
(Hayes and Minchinton 2016: 15). As expected, it 
contained few artefacts compared to other Little 
Lon cesspits: a MNI of 77 (not including faunal 
and building materials). Despite the low numbers, 
some modest investment in home and self is 
evident with three ceramic figurines, a flower pot, 
two simple hygiene vessels, a medicine bottle, two 
ointment jars, a slate pencil (suggesting literacy) 
and two clay pipes in the assemblage. ‘Food and 
Tea Service’ vessels were the largest single group in 
the assemblage (39%) and largely comprised cheap 
wares, predominantly whiteware and transfer-
prints. The only hint of a matching set was two 
Willow pattern plates and a platter that could have 
functioned as a complementary set, but in this 
high turnover tenancy scenario each vessel could 
equally have belonged to a different owner. The 
very simple hygiene vessels suggest that money 
was not invested on decorative items for private use 
(see Praetzellis and Praetzellis 1992: 91). The most 
expensive ceramics, perhaps saved for guests, were 
a porcelain tea cup and saucer with multi-colour 
enamelled decoration (see Brooks 2005: 38) and, 
arguably, two platters. The cesspit assemblage from 
Lot 74B is certainly modest – the necessities with 
just a handful of nicer items, selectively chosen – 
but in this period of burgeoning consumer culture 
it shows that at least some short-term tenants were 
investing in ornaments and flower pots.
Our research indicates that there were many 
common circumstances leading to short-term 
tenancies in Little Lon but the predominant ones 
were poverty and/or prostitution. The tenants of Lot 
74B after 1871 included known sex workers, but the 
timing prohibits any evidence of that occupation 
appearing in the cesspits. The cesspit from Lot 
74B showed signs of some investment in domestic 
wares, but the items retrieved, for example, from 
Lot 27 – occupied by poor sex workers – showed that 
money was largely spent on cheaper alcohol (further 
discussion below).
Alongside the transient population of Little Lon 
our research indicates that there were also many 
long-term residents, especially labourers, but they 
tended to move from one property to another, while 
owner-occupants were more likely to be living 
and raising families in the same property over a 
long period. Only five of the cesspits we examined 
proved to have long-term residents who were its 
sole users at the time of its closure, and they were 
all owner-occupied by three owners (two owners 
had two each). Two owners had been identified and 
discussed in earlier phases. The third (on Lot 57B, 
owned and occupied by Thomas and Mary Player) 
was catalogued as part of phase 2 (Woff this volume), 
while this chapter was in preparation, and is yet 
to be analysed. The Moloney family at Lot 69A/B 
on Casselden Place lived across the road from the 
short-term tenancy discussed above, and have been 
discussed in previous research (Mayne, Murray and 
Lawrence 2000: 141; Mayne and Murray 2001: 101). 
The photograph of the Moloney assemblage in Figure 
1, however, provides an immediate and sufficient 
contrast with the description of the minimal 
contents of the cesspit at Lot 74B given above. A 
more detailed interpretation of this collection in 
terms of respectability is also in preparation by 
Hayes. Briefly, situating the Moloneys against other 
residents of Little Lon, it becomes clear that this 
family valued possessions in a different way to their 
neighbours and engaged with respectability as best 
they could from within their means.
John and his siblings were all illiterate, and no 
children lived at Lot 69A/B, yet two slate pencils, 
a doll’s tea set and marble were recovered from the 
cesspit. Together they suggest that John Moloney’s 
brother Thomas’s children (who lived across the 
lane) visited their uncles and aunts at Lot 69A/B, 
providing a clear contrast with Henry Cornwell’s 
version of parenting (see below).
The cesspits at Lot 74B and Lot 69A/B show 
that before 1870 at least, both transient and more 
settled residents in Little Lon were buying into the 
world of goods, but as the above examples indicate 
short-term occupants were less likely to be investing 
significant amounts of money in quality goods.
Prostitution: Deviance, Choice or Necessity?
Prostitution was not illegal in Victoria until 
soliciting was prohibited in 1891, but it was 
controlled through the use of legislation relating 
to vagrancy. Previous research on Little Lon has 
emphasised the prevalence of prostitution in the 
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Figure 1: The contents of the Moloneys’ cesspit on display at Museum Victoria as part of the Commonwealth 
Block project (Source: Sarah Hayes).
area without investigating how central or integrated 
it was in the economy of the neighbourhood or how 
the industry changed over time (Davison, Dunstan 
and McConville 1985; McCarthy 1989; McConville 
1980). The women were described as ‘outcasts’ and 
it was thought that it was the neighbourhood’s 
relatively low rents that attracted the sex workers, 
but our research indicates that sex workers were 
paying higher rents than others in Little Lon, and 
that as a group they were an accepted part of the 
Little Lon community. Many of the longer-term 
occupants were either involved with prostitution 
or benefiting from it through rents, employment 
or the sale of goods (groceries, beverages etc.). Two 
property-owning madams appeared in this research, 
owning three of the 22 properties at various times, 
and at least one other site was being used as a 
brothel in the period under study. Lots 26 and 27 
Leichardt Street conveniently encompass both of 
the brothel owners and one of the sex workers whose 
personal histories were able to be reconstructed 
to a meaningful degree. Lot 26 had been occupied 
from about 1861 by a family with long and multiple 
criminal histories not including prostitution, but 
from 1871 onwards under the ownership of Madame 
Diana de Beaumont both sites were being run as 
a rough back-street brothel. Madame de Beaumont 
was prosecuted in 1873, and although she was 
found not guilty she was forced to leave the area; 
she sold Lots 26 and 27 to Mrs Bond, who continued 
the brothel with Mary Williams and her husband 
as tenants. Names were a moveable feast for all 
three of these women, but there the similarities 
end. By drawing out some of the nuances of the 
individual lives carried on in Little Lon’s ‘dens of 
infamy’ we can understand more about Little Lon 
as a community.
Diana de Beaumont came from Sydney in the 
1860s; in 1871 she was running a fruit shop as a 
cover for a brothel in Russell street, Melbourne 
(The Argus, 9 February 1871: 4), as well as the 
two properties in Leichardt street which form part 
of this study (Lots 26 and 27). It was a lucrative 
business until December 1872 when she was accused 
of procuring young girls for her establishment in 
Russell Street. Running a house of ill-fame was one 
thing, but decoying and ruining innocent girls was 
something else. She was discharged on the condition 
that she took her business elsewhere within a week 
(The Argus, 17 December 1872: 7). In the newspaper 
reports of the time Madame de Beaumont’s style 
and reputation were enough to condemn her, unlike 
the woman who very quickly bought her Leichardt 
street cottages: Mrs Bond.
Mrs Bond was an Irish widow who first came 
to public notice in 1862 when she was reported 
as running a ‘disreputable house’ in Stephen 
(Exhibition) Street. Her (at that time) de facto 
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husband, William Bond, had been attacked by 
her son from her previous marriage, and her 
evidence at the trial revealed that her husband 
barely worked, and ‘she could not see her children 
starve, and had at first taken in washing, and then 
had to keep a brothel to support the family’ (The 
Argus, 30 April 1862: 5). Mrs Bond was raising 
three children in this manner until her drunken, 
violent husband died of tuberculosis in 1863. Then 
she began accumulating assets; she first bought a 
two roomed cottage off Lonsdale Street, and when 
Diana de Beaumont had to leave she also bought 
her two properties in Leichardt Street. Within a 
few years she had purchased three more houses in 
Lonsdale Street; two were rented to sex workers, 
but she turned the third one into a grocer’s shop. 
The historical records represent it clearly as a 
genuine shop, but a close inspection of a rubbish pit 
on the lot (Pit N) supported McCarthy’s conjecture 
that the site was used as a brothel (McCarthy 
1989: 129). The pit was distinctive with regard 
to artefact types and distributions: it contained a 
large number of champagne, imported spirits and 
absinthe bottles (Figure 2), and over 300 oyster 
shells (McCarthy 1989: 126). Further, the variety 
and depth of the bottle identification resources 
now available allowed 10 bottles recovered from 
the tip to be identified as absinthe bottles by our 
research. The absinthe bottles (representing 28% 
of all beverage storage bottles from the pit) were 
particularly noteworthy, given their absence across 
the rest of Little Lon. The only other deposit which 
yielded absinthe bottles was the cesspit on the same 
lot. Absinthe, or ‘the green fairy’, was an alcoholic 
drink with a reputation for being hallucinogenic; it 
was available from the 18th century but reached 
new heights of popularity in bohemian Paris in the 
late-19th century, coinciding with the timing of 
Mrs Bond’s occupancy of Lot 30. While Mrs Bond 
was never prosecuted for running a ‘bad house’, her 
grocer’s shop was likely to have been a cover for a 
better class brothel than Lots 26 and 27. Not that 
she missed the opportunity to make money from the 
grocery business: her probate inventory includes 
‘Stock in trade of a grocer Draper &c’ valued at £75 
(PROV VA 2620 VPRS 28 P2 Unit 80). This was a 
significant amount of stock, and some of it probably 
wound up in rubbish pit N after her death in 
1877. It seems most likely that the majority of the 
contents of that pit came from Mrs Bond’s brothel 
and grocery as well as from the clear-out of George 
Jameson’s pawnshop in about 1870.
While a brothel serving absinthe would have been 
catering for relatively expensive tastes, one of Mrs 
Bond’s tenants in Leichardt Street was, by contrast, 
catering for poorer clientele. Mary Williams came 
from Ireland via a brief marriage in Adelaide, but 
in 1870 when she was still in her twenties she left 
South Australia with George Williams; they ended 
up in residence at one of Madame de Beaumont’s 
houses (Lot 26). George was an English carpenter 
but within months of arriving in Melbourne he 
was in prison for theft – the first of at least four 
stretches (PROV VA 1464 VPRS 515 P1 Vols 15 
and 29). Mary ran the brothel at Lot 26 while he 
was away, and had at least two babies in Little Lon; 
both died in infancy. She was described by a police 
sergeant in 1872 as a ‘drunkard’ who ran one of the 
most disorderly houses in Leichardt Street and had 
been fined numerous times at the City Court for bad 
language (PROV VA 724 VPRS 937 P0 Unit 292). 
Mary and George Williams ran a number of brothels 
in the Little Lon area both before and after their 
sojourn at Lot 26, and Mary’s history as a madam 
can be found in the newspapers (e.g. The Argus, 1 
November 1871: 4 and 18 February 1879: 6).
Clear distinctions are observable between the 
brothels. Mrs Bond’s absinthe drinking, oyster 
shucking brothel was a brick shop with five 
additional rooms (at least 8 rooms in total), with a 
prominent Lonsdale Street frontage, but the brothel 
at Lots 26 and 27 comprised two very basic detached 
two-room brick and wood cottages down a side 
street. A woman supporting herself or her children 
through prostitution in her bedroom at home would 
probably leave the same material cultural signature 
as a domestic occupant – there would be no lavish 
accoutrements and her profession would not be 
visible in the archaeological record. The cesspit 
Figure 2: Absinthe bottle from Mrs Bond’s 
rubbish pit (Source: Bronwyn Woff).
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contents on Lot 26 were not associated with the 
brothel phases, but next door at the three room 
brick building on Lot 27 the cesspit fill was probably 
created, at least in part, by the sex workers living 
there from 1872. The deposit lacked the luxury 
imports of champagne and absinthe present in 
Mrs Bond’s rubbish pit, but there was still a strong 
representation of beverage bottles (33%) including 
90 beer/wine bottles, two gin/schnapps bottles and 
one cognac bottle. There were also 165 oyster shell 
fragments, two perfume bottles and an ointment 
pot. The sex workers living in the cottage brothel 
were likely earning less and attracting less well-to-
do clients than their expensive counterparts.
Madame Diana de Beaumont, Mrs Bond and Mrs 
Williams were all involved in the same business, 
running brothels in the same area in the same 
era, but Madame Diana was ‘an elderly French 
woman’ (The Leader, 21 October 1871: 13) – her 
first advertisements in Sydney were in both French 
and English (e.g. Sydney Morning Herald, 7 July 
1862: 1) – with a love of diamonds (The Argus, 18 
September 1871: 4), whereas Mrs Bond began as 
a poor Irish woman and poured her earnings into 
property. Mary Williams was probably the epitome 
of what reformers of the era would have called ‘low-
life’ and judged harshly for both her poverty and 
her morals, but Mrs Bond raised three sons and 
when she died her property portfolio would have 
been the envy of many (PROV VA 2620 VPRS 28 P2 
Unit 80). Comparing the life stories of these three 
contemporaries in Little Lon gives considerable 
depth to the generic label ‘prostitute’.
Moving to the Middle Class
This phase of research sought to identify people who 
could be characterised as stepping on the ladder up 
to the middle classes, but only three examples of 
a dedicated single-family cesspit of this kind were 
found. One has yet to be analysed (Lot 57B), and the 
other two belonged to Henry Cornwell, who operated 
a butcher shop in Little Lon for three decades (Godden 
Mackay Logan, Austral Archaeology and La Trobe 
University 2004: 19; PROV VA 862 VPRS 460). This 
finding will be discussed in future research. The 
Cornwells, like the Moloneys, have been discussed 
in previous research (Godden Mackay Logan 2004: 
55–57; Mayne 2006: 326) but not in the context of 
how they displayed ‘respectability’ and the role this 
played in their social mobility, which is a central 
aspect of our research. Henry and his wife Isabella 
initially lived in a three room home which also 
housed their shop. By 1873, they were occupying this 
tiny space with six children and a baby. It was at 
this point that they moved next door to a house with 
seven rooms. When Isabella died in 1889, Henry 
(in his 60s), sold up their properties in Little Lon 
and moved to Northcote. The Cornwells occupied 
Lot 33B long enough to have two cesspits closures 
associated with them (Hayes and Minchinton 2016: 
22). The bluestone cesspit (2.722), closed between 
1861 and 1867, was used to discard rubbish before 
a new leak-proof barrel cesspit (2.631) was installed 
inside it over the layer of artefacts, and subsequently 
closed in October 1871. The lower deposit comprised 
a MNI of only 17 (excluding faunal and building 
materials) including six mostly unremarkable tea 
wares. The barrel cesspit contained 157 individual 
items (not including faunal and building materials) 
38.4% of which were Food and Tea Service related. 
This seems to be where the Cornwells invested most 
of their expenditure on material goods, and their 
choices are significant in the context of their move 
into the middle class. The Cornwells discarded five 
matching sets including a complementary Willow 
(15 vessels), two complementary and two matching 
tea sets three of which comprised both teacups/
saucers and plates. The emphasis in matching sets 
for serving tea suggest that the Cornwells were 
more concerned with keeping up appearance while 
serving tea to guests than dining (see Wall 1992: 
79), which was probably a private family affair. 
The Cornwells also had a range of patterns beyond 
the most commonly available including Wild Rose, 
Corinthian and Tyrol. Transfer-prints dominated 
with only a handful of relatively more expensive 
hand-painted vessels. Beyond the tea and tableware 
there are only small hints at investment in the home. 
They discarded a Staffordshire figure and a flower 
pot in the cesspit, suggesting that they had some 
interest in decorating their house. They also chose 
a hand-painted and flown chamber pot rather than 
the standard undecorated versions. At the same 
time, not a single toy or childhood related item was 
found in spite of the fact that seven children lived at 
Lot 33B. The comparison with the Moloneys is stark, 
and will be discussed in a future publication.
When comparing the assemblages discussed here, 
it can be argued that respectability in the choice 
of material goods was more important to those 
who settled in Little Lon for the longer term like 
the Moloneys and Cornwells. Yet, what kept these 
families in Little Lon differed, as did their brands 
of respectability. For the Moloneys, their brand of 
respectability sits with Karskens’ (1997: 230–232) 
argument of situating themselves with a sense 
of belonging within the working-class, as hard 
working, respectable people doing their best for 
their children. In contrast, the Cornwells focused 
their expenditure on tea and there is an implied 
emphasis on display, appearances and middle class 
values that goes with this (see Wall 1992: 92). In this 
regard they were also engaging with respectability 
as a strategy, using possessions to communicate 
their status to those who dined or took tea at their 
home (Hayes 2017: 7).
Henry’s move to the suburbs occurred late in life 
once his children were grown (Figure 3). It was a 
gradual hard slog up the ladder, and research on 
the selected house lots has shown that it was not 
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a common path in Little Lon, though there were 
certainly others who made the journey. Honora 
Judd, for example, and her husband, after living in 
Little Lon for most of their married lives (Lot 55A), 
died in a double-storey terrace on Beaconsfield 
Parade overlooking Port Philip Bay (PROV VA 2620 
VPRS 28 P0 Unit 775 Honora Judd). They left their 
children with a substantial legacy of properties and 
middle class accoutrements such as a piano and a 
sewing machine (PROV VPRS 7591 P2 Unit 248 
Honora Judd). It was not only the Judds’ and the 
Cornwells’ children who were able to establish their 
own businesses and enter the world of Family Notices 
in The Argus and wives labelled ‘home duties’ in the 
electoral rolls, either; some of the labourers’ children 
and even more of their grandchildren were there as 
well. At the same time there were many who never 
found the ladder much less made the climb.
The Moloneys, Cornwells, Judds and other 
families who appeared in this phase of the research 
provide examples along the spectrum of Little Lon 
‘success’, but few of the residents of Little Lon 
moved quickly or directly into the middle class, and 
those who did were often indebted to the business 
of prostitution for their achievement. Mrs Judd 
was not a madam or a sex worker herself, but she 
accumulated property through profits obtained by 
renting houses to those who were. According to one 
police inspector, property owners preferred renting 
to sex workers because ‘they obtain three times the 
amount of rent with only half the trouble of collecting’ 
(PROV VA 724 VPRS 937 P0 310). Henry Cornwell, 
despite his vociferous condemnation of the brothels 
surrounding his butcher shop, no doubt sold his 
meat to them (e.g. PROV VA 724 VPRS 937 P0 Unit 
314). The situation was complex, and the economic 
history of Little Lon in relation to prostitution is the 
subject of another study by Minchinton.
So far we have found no evidence that a significant 
number of the tenants of Little Lon were striking 
it rich on the goldfields or making rapid moves 
into the middle class in the 19th century, in fact 
gaining direct entry to the middle class was a rare 
achievement for residents of Little Lon. Nevertheless 
they were purchasing and discarding consumer 
goods in revealing ways. Our research has shown 
that while there are some indications of upward 
social movement in the following generations, 
children who grew up in Little Lon often moved out 
to Carlton or Fitzroy when they started their own 
families, and they were not necessarily moving ‘up’ 
– conditions in the nearer suburbs could be every bit 
as difficult as those in Little Lon (McConville 1985). 
Social movement of this kind has not been studied 
in any depth as yet, but will be researched further 
for the Gold Rush Lives project.
conclusIon
The research undertaken for this project unearthed 
a number of thieves and madams amongst the 
occupants of the 22 selected sites, but the number 
relating to the cesspit closures was much smaller 
than Little Lon’s reputation would have predicted, 
Figure 3: Henry Cornwell’s houses in Westgarth Street Northcote, ‘Aliceville’, ‘Edithville’ and 
‘Belleville’ (Source: Barbara Minchinton).
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and while some were scattered amongst respectable 
business people and poor but decent workers, 
others defied differentiation. At the same time, 
by beginning with a list of owners’ and tenants’ 
names rather than with a grand narrative of ‘red-
light district’ or ‘slum’, the researcher is able to 
build up a picture of the person and their family by 
learning about their parents, their marriage(s) and 
their children, for example, before the evidence of 
court reports and multiple dead babies culminates 
in a search through prison records where charges 
of ‘vagrancy’ or ‘theft’ might appear. For the 
researcher, therefore, the names become characters 
with nuanced identities before they are defined 
by derogatory labels, and the differences in their 
individual life stories can be striking. While social 
history might apply pejorative descriptors such as 
‘prostitute’ and ‘criminal’, the timelines constructed 
for the individual families make it clear that the 
trajectories of the lives described in such terms were 
by no means uniform or predictable.
As a result, this phase of research has changed 
the authors’ views of Little Lon. It might have 
been a low-rent place for transients in the 1850s 
and 60s, but by the mid-1870s it appears that only 
tradesmen or poverty-stricken families would rent 
an inner-lane cottage alongside the sex workers. 
Yet the ties of home ownership, family connections 
or business convenience kept others in the area 
for the long-term. It was through these long-term 
residents – families like the Moloneys, Judds and 
Cornwells – that the cultural cache of respectability 
found its way in to Little Lon. Unsurprisingly, 
much of the ‘moving up in the world’ that was done 
in Little Lon in the 19th century came from the 
profits of prostitution, whether through running 
‘bad houses’, owning property and renting it to sex 
workers, or running businesses that profited from 
them (grocery shops, hotels, furniture hire etc.). The 
main-street frontage businesses were more varied, 
and people like Henry Cornwell (who resided there, 
unlike many of the manufacturers) complained 
bitterly and often about the brothels. Yet some of 
those who complained about sex workers in public 
were renting houses to them in private: it was a 
district built on the back of prostitution, and the 
resulting social conditions defined the area. We now 
know that future research will need to explore what 
effect the influx of sex workers in the 1870s and 
1880s had on the social fabric of the area without 
the assistance of cesspit archaeology. We can be 
confident that by the 1890s, hit by the depression 
and legislation prohibiting soliciting, the material 
deposited in Little Lon at the time of the cesspit 
closures was no longer representative of the people 
living in the area.
Having further unpacked the diversity within 
Little Lon in this phase of research, new questions 
can now be asked of the archaeology. How did the 
residents’ choice of possessions differ from Victorians’ 
of different class backgrounds and why? To what 
extent did immigration improve the lives of Little 
Lon’s residents? How easy was it for immigrants to 
Victoria to improve their lot in the gold rush period? 
And what factors limited their advancement? 
These are the driving questions of the next phase 
of research for the authors (under the Suburban 
Archaeology and Gold Rush Lives projects). Other 
questions relate to the period after the cesspit 
closures: How did the increase in prostitution in the 
area affect Little Lon’s economy? In what ways did 
the community change between the closure of the 
cesspits in the 1870s and the closure of the legal 
brothels in the early 20th century?
The long legacy of research on Little Lon, of which 
this chapter is a small part, is not set to come to 
its conclusion any time soon. Murray (2006: 302), 
in his introduction to the 2006 IJHA volume on 
Casselden Place, noted that the papers in the 
volume constituted ‘a work in progress rather than 
the end point of research on the archaeology of the 
“Commonwealth Block”’. It’s a statement which 
feels as true today as it did a decade ago. This phase 
of research has upturned previous understandings 
about the area by producing precise dating for many 
of the cesspit closures and teasing out the nature of 
‘occupancy’. While the full ramifications of that have 
yet to be explored, the picture of Little Lon created 
by earlier historical and historical archaeological 
research has already been considerably augmented 
by our detailed research on individuals and 
their material possessions. Combining archival 
research with the archaeological record has been 
collaborative, consistent and valuable throughout 
this phase, and there have been instances where the 
archaeology has led to the reinterpretation of the 
history (as in the case of Mrs Bond’s grocery/brothel) 
and vice versa (including the association of cesspits 
with occupants). The resultant understanding of the 
diversity of Little Lon’s residents, of what they chose 
to purchase and use, and of their life histories, gives 
a real and gritty sense of the hardships and joys of 
life at Little Lon. This detail provides the bedrock 
for further comparative studies within Melbourne, 
and between Melbourne and cities elsewhere (a 
major objective of the Commonwealth Block and 
Suburban Archaeology projects).
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